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73 parks, 121,390 
acres open space, 
and 1,250 miles 
of trails
East Bay Regional Park District 
generates nearly $200 million a year in 
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EAST BAY  
QUALITY OF LIFE

OVERVIEW 

T HE EAST BAY’S CULTURAL DIVER SITY, outdoor 
recreation spaces, and culinary scene 
are some of the features that have made 

its quality of life an attraction for residents 
and visitors. The region’s ongoing tech boom 
has transformed the East Bay, bringing in new 

residents and businesses. Increasingly, the East Bay is being recognized as 
a popular destination for arts and culture, entertainment, food and outdoor 
recreational activities in the nation’s largest urban regional park district. 
Long recognized as a hub for arts and culture, art lovers have been visiting 
open	studios	throughout	the	East	Bay	for	over	40	years.	In	the	Tri-Valley,	the	

82.6 years overall 
life expectancy
For 2015, the overall life expectancy 
for an East Bay resident was 82.6 
years, while the U.S. nationwide life 
expectancy was 78.7 years.

74% of East Bay 
commuters travel 
to work by car, 
truck, or van
13.2% commuters take public transport

Bay Area Average 
Commute Times (min.)

East Bay  35.6

San Francisco  33.5

San Mateo  29.0

Santa Clara   28.9

Hikers	in	the	Little	Yosemite	Area	of	Sunol	Regional	Wilderness.	Photo	by:	by	Hillary	Van	Austen.
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Oakland,	the	Fruitvale	Día	de	Los	
Muertos	Festival	celebrates	the	city’s	
Chicano and Latino heritage. The 
City of Berkeley hosts the Himalayan 
Fair,	which	is	an	annual	outdoor	
celebration honoring Tibetan and 
Nepalese	culture	since	1983.6 

PARKS AND NATURAL 
AMENITIES

East Bay residents benefit from easy 
access to hiking trails and public 
parks administered by the East Bay 
Regional Park District. The system 
includes 73 regional parks, over 
121,390 acres of open space, and 
1,250 miles of trails. The East Bay’s 
parks are a popular destination for 
residents and attract 25 million 
visits a year. Studies estimate that 
the East Bay Regional Park District 
generates almost $200 million a year 
in economic benefits to the East Bay’s 
local economy.7 These economic 
impacts are in addition to the quality 
of life benefits for East Bay residents 
who enjoy widespread access to open 
space and outdoor recreation. 

POVERTY

As the East Bay’s economy continues 
to grow, poverty rates have declined. 
Between 2011 and 2016, the poverty 
rate in Alameda County fell from 

Harvest	Wine	Festival	pairs	art	with	
wine tasting at thirty or more of the 
region’s	wineries.	Fremont’s	Festival	
of the Arts draws almost 400,000 
people annually. In 2016, the New 
York Times included the East Bay as 
one of its top 52 travel destinations 
for the year.1 Additional accolades 
and awards bestowed upon the East 
Bay include Redfin naming Oakland 
the 9th “Most Walkable City” in 
2017,	WalletHub	ranking	Fremont	
as the “Happiest Place to Live in 
America” for 2018,2 Realtor.com 
listing Oakland among the Top 10 
“Cities where Downtown is Making 
a Comeback,”3	and	NerdWallet	
identifying San Ramon as #1 on 
their	list	for	“Best	Places	for	Young	
Families	in	Northern	California.”4  

DIVERSITY

Cultural and ethnic diversity is a 
key feature of the East Bay’s quality 
of life. The region boasts one of the 
most diverse populations in the Bay 
Area. The plurality of residents in the 
East Bay are White (37.0%), followed 
by Asian and Hispanic (both 23.7%), 
Black (9.5%), and Other/Mixed Race 
(6.1%). The East Bay’s racial and 
ethnic diversity contributes to the rich 
cultural and community events that 
occur in the East Bay and that make 
the	East	Bay	unique.	For	instance,	
Fremont’s	Festival	of	India	is	the	
largest Indian festival in the U.S. and 
attracts over 100,000 visitors.5 In 

1	 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/01/07/travel/places-to-visit.html?smid=fb-nytimes&smtyp=cur	

2 https://wallethub.com/edu/happiest-places-to-live/32619/

3	 https://res.cloudinary.com/simpleview/image/upload/v1/clients/oakland/VO_2017_annual_report_EB_r6_
FNL_web_2a28a070-0586-41b3-bdee-6a4d54c3bf26.pdf	

4 https://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/credit-cards/best-places-for-young-families-california/

5 https://www.eastbaytimes.com/2017/08/09/fremont-festival-of-india-and-parade-returns-this-weekend/ 

6 http://www.himalayanfair.net/main/page_about_the_fair_the_fair.html 

7 http://www.ebparks.org/economics.htm
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Youth playing at the REACH Ashland 

Youth Center. Photo by: Alameda County 

Community Development Agency Economic 

and Civic Development Department.
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residents had some form of health 
insurance, which was higher than 
the health insurance coverage for the 
state (93%). However, the East Bay’s 
rate of health insurance coverage was 
lower than other parts of the Bay 
Area	such	as	San	Francisco	County	
(97%), San Mateo County (96%), 
and Santa Clara County (96%). The 
East Bay’s marginally lower rate of 
health insurance coverage can be 
attributed to the region’s economic 
diversity compared to other parts of 
the Bay Area that have experienced 
greater levels of displacement of 
low-income residents. Additionally, 
from 2011 to 2016, the uninsured 
rate in the East Bay fell by 8% from 
13% to 5%. Leading this drop was 
a 6% increase in residents receiving 
their health insurance through public 
programs like Medicare and Medi-Cal. 
Significant increases in rates of public 
health insurance coverage in part 
reflects the impact of the Affordable 

13.1% to 10.7%, and in Contra Costa 
County, it fell from 12.0% to 8.6%. 
The East Bay and the rest of the Bay 
Area have considerably lower rates 
of poverty than the rest of the state. 
In 2016, the poverty rate for the 
East Bay was 9.7% while the state’s 
poverty rate was 14.3%. This gap 
was similar to other areas of the Bay 
Area	such	as	San	Francisco	County	
(10.1%) and Santa Clara County 
(9.4%). While incomes have risen, 
low-income residents are also facing 
displacement, and these two trends 
have contributed to the decline in the 
East Bay’s poverty rates. 

HEALTH

An important measure of access to 
health care services is the level of 
health insurance coverage among 
residents. In 2016, 95% of East Bay 

Bay Area Poverty Rates

Place Poverty Rate
Poverty Rate 
(Employed)

Poverty Rate 
(Unemployed)

California 14.3% 6.7% 28.0%

East Bay 9.7% 4.7% 20.7%

San Francisco 10.1% 4.2% 26.0%

San Mateo 6.5% 3.2% 16.2%

Santa Clara 9.4% 4.4% 21.5%

Source: American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates

Bay Area Health Insurance Coverage

Place Insured
Insured 
(Private)

Insured 
(Public) Uninsured

California 93% 63% 39% 7%

East Bay 95% 74% 32% 5%

San Francisco 97% 77% 29% 3%

San Mateo 96% 78% 29% 4%

Santa Clara 96% 75% 29% 4%

Source: American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates
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Thursday night farmers’ market in Concord. 

Photo by: City of Concord. 
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minutes in Santa Clara County. The 
addition of more jobs and more 
commuters to the Bay Area has 
strained the region’s infrastructure 
leading to congestion and increased 
commute	times.	For	the	East	Bay,	
the increase in commute times has 
been due to a growing number of 
long-distance commuters. Between 
2011 and 2016, the share of East Bay 
residents travelling 60 minutes or 
more for work grew by 6.5%, from 
13.5% to 20%. A growing share of 
long-distance commuters reflects 
the lack of housing options for the 
region’s workers as well as workers 
who	are	priced	out	of	Silicon	Valley	
and	San	Francisco.

Care Act’s expansion of Medicaid 
eligibility. 

Additionally, East Bay residents 
have experienced improved life 
expectancy outcomes. Since 1960, 
life expectancy has risen for all ethnic 
groups in Alameda County. Asians 
have the highest life expectancy, 
followed by Hispanic/Latinos, Whites 
(which have similar life expectancy 
to the All-Race average), and then 
African	Americans.	For	2015,	the	
overall life expectancy for the East 
Bay was 82.6 years and for Asians 
it was over 85 years, while the U.S. 
nationwide life expectancy was 78.7 
years.8 According to health status 
benchmarks established by the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human 
Services for its Healthy People 2020 
program, Alameda County meets 
or outperforms most indicators.9 
Compared to other California 
Counties, Alameda County has the 
11th best all-cause mortality rate, in 
addition to being in the top quartile 
for coronary heart disease, suicide, 
and drug induced deaths. 

TRANSPORTATION

Challenges to the East Bay’s quality 
of life have come from the region’s 
growing congestion and commute 
times. A growing economy has 
increased travel times to work 
throughout the Bay Area. In the East 
Bay, the average travel time to work 
rose from 30.5 minutes in 2011 to 
35.2 minutes in 2016. Similarly, travel 
times increased from 29.6 minutes 
to	33.5	minutes	in	San	Francisco	
County, and 24.7 minutes to 28.9 

8 http://www.acphd.org/media/482811/mofm.pdf 

9 http://www.acphd.org/media/458830/ac_chsp.pdf 

Bay Area Average Commute Times 
(Minutes)

Place 2011 2016

East Bay 30.5 35.2

San Francisco 29.6 33.5

San Mateo 25.1 29.0

Santa Clara 24.7 28.9

Source: American Community Survey 1-Year 
Estimates

East Bay Resident Commute 
Distribution

Commute Length 
(minutes) 2011 2016

Less than 10 8.8% 6.7%

10 to 14 11.7% 10.1%

15 to 19 13.8% 12.4%

20 to 24 12.1% 11.0%

25 to 29 5.2% 4.9%

30 to 34 14.6% 13.1%

35 to 44 8.5% 8.5%

45 to 59 11.9% 13.2%

60 or more 13.5% 20.0%

Source: American Community Survey 1-Year 
Estimates
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New, state-of-the-art train for the BART to 

Antioch extension. Photo by: City of Antioch.
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Along with longer travel times, 
commute patterns have shifted in 
the East Bay. A growing percentage 
of commuters are choosing to forego 
their cars for public transportation. 
From	2011	to	2016,	the	share	of	
commuters travelling to work by 
car fell from 78.2% to 74.0%. 
Conversely, the share of East Bay 
residents commuting to work on 
public transportation grew from 
10.7% to 13.2%. The East Bay 
benefits from widespread access to 
the BART system, which will have 
even more ridership once it extends 
further	into	Silicon	Valley	within	the	
next year and eventually to San Jose 
by 2026. The increasing number of 
residents without cars underscores 
the importance of a robust, regional 
public transportation infrastructure 
system.

East Bay Commuting Patterns

Means of Commute 2011 2016

Bicycle 1.5% 1.7%

Car, Truck, or Van 78.2% 74.0%

Public Transport 10.7% 13.2%

Taxi & Other 1.3% 1.6%

Walk 2.7% 2.8%

Work at Home 5.7% 6.8%

Source: American Community Survey 1-Year 
Estimates
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Brentwood Concert in the Park. 

Photo by: City of Brentwood.



Contra Loma Regional Park, Antioch. Photo by: Robin Mayoff.



Hap Magee Ranch Park. Photo by: Town of Danville.



This report was supported and prepared in partnership with

1221 Oak Street, Suite 555, Oakland, CA 94612
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